Stamps feet. Fiddles with other's belongings. Pulls pictures off the wall. Pokes tops off milk bottles. Throws coats on the floor. Mixes up coats on the pegs. Pinches bottoms.
Hits the vulnerable children. Snorts. Picks nose and puts it in other children's dinner. Spoils other's work. Fidgets. Makes funny noises. Runs off and grins all over face.
Takes toys from children. Pours own drink into other children's beakers. Makes frequent loud burps. Licks nose. Lies on back with legs in the air banging head on table. Soils. Whines. Hits head with hand.
Abridged from Mellor ( 2000) p53 What do all these have in common? The answer is, they bring massive amounts of attention: counselling, threats, punishments, advice, shouting, arguing, reasoning... and that is precisely what the attention seeking child thrives on.
Attention seeking has been little researched. It can be mistaken for almost any other difficulty such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder ( ADHD). There is no check list of "symptoms"; almost any behaviour could be part of an attention seeking cycle. The best guide is simply the adult's own feeling of intense irritation (for ways of distinguishing attention seeking from other problems, see Mellor 1997) .
Attention seeking -dealing with the here and now.
Children behaving like this are almost impossible to ignore. Not that the child consciously plans these antics. What seems to happen is that a spiral escalates from some point in the past and gradually feeds on itself, as the attention seeking child is praised less and less and produces more and more irritating behaviour to attract attention -any kind, even negative attention. The crucial point, however, is not what began the spiral, but what to do about it now.
Dealing with this problem ideally needs a joint approach between home and nursery. However, the parents we work with may be feeling very upset and confused.
The approach must be positive and practical and, above all, sensitive.
There is no "magic pill" solution, just careful strategies applied consistently.
Some of these are familiar: ignoring, praising, punishing. Some may already be in use. The trick is both to get the balance right and to make them all effective, in nursery and at home.
Making techniques effective.
Ignoring, for example, sounds such a very obvious and simple procedure. But its not. It is a skill which requires close analysis and practice. The Good the Bad and the Irritating explores this and other strategies in great depth from the parents' angle.
An earlier book, Attention Seeking : a practical solution for the classroom considers a school perspective on the approach.
A classic problem with ignoring is the "one armed bandit" syndrome. We begin with good intentions and decide to ignore some minor, non dangerous but nevertheless, intensely irritating behaviours. We keep this up for a few days, then finally crack under the sustained pressure and react. This "pay-out", even if it only happens occasionally, is all it takes to keep the child "hooked"-just like gamblers respond to a one armed bandit.
"Punishment" can backfire also. The pitfall here is that whatever tactics we use, they can inadvertently result in the child receiving even more attention (admittedly of a negative kind, but to the very attention seeking child, that is still welcome).
Parents often find this a particularly trying area. They may put off and put off, feeling reluctant to intervene firmly, but in the meantime shouting and arguingthat is, feeding in attention. Finally they may simply give up, or may eventually carry out a punishment which is unfortunately then wasted: drowned in the fuss that led up to it.
Praise and positive attention -what the child desperately needs -are often overlooked as we feel compelled to respond to the misbehaviours observed.
As an example, the following comments were made to James age four, in the space of a few minutes in play group (you can fill in the actual activities in your imagination). James was extremely attention seeking and could produce a wide range of annoying behaviours to get a response from staff. He received only one positive comment in this period.
James, you know you have to sit at the Everybody's waiting for you, James Staff in the play group attended a short course (based around Mellor 1997) and developed agreed strategies to handle his attention seeking. They implemented these as a team, aiming for consistency to be most effective.
However, tackling the issue through intervention at home can also be effective as the following case study shows (taken from Mellor 2000 p.59). 
Case study

Conclusions
Exploring difficulties such as these can be very distressing for staff and parents alike. The most caring and dedicated adults are, paradoxically, the most vulnerable to these routines and the most upset by the personal, annoying nature of the child's behaviours. Our experience, is, however, that their commitment, in the end, does win through.
